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Introduction
Children and youth spend a significant amount of time in school and it is considered 
to be an ideal setting to address children’s mental health. Recent research shows the 
need to move beyond a problem focused interventionist approach to include a more 
positive view of mental health. Researchers and practitioners have shown that a full 
spectrum of care is required in the school setting, including age appropriate services 
that promote mental health, provide mental health literacy, identify mental health 
problems, facilitate access to treatment and reduce the stigma associated with mental 
illness.(1,2) 

Positive Mental Health (PMH) in the school setting promotes the well-being of every 
student while addressing students’ needs or challenges.(3) This approach is most 
effective and sustainable when connected to a comprehensive and coordinated 
whole school program that integrates perspectives and practices into curriculum, 
school culture and school policy.(4) In fact, a recommendation for action for schools 
includes more investment in mental health promotion programming, specifically 
in the area of social emotional learning initiatives.(5) While many promotion and 
prevention initiatives are fragmented and not coordinated, social-emotional learning 
could offer the overarching link for mental health promotion and prevention.(6) (See 
Comprehensive School Health and Positive Mental Health sidebar.)

What is Social Emotional Learning (SEL)?
As one of the concepts of positive mental health (PMH), social-emotional learning 
(SEL) is a term that refers to the process through which children and youth learn the 
knowledge, attitudes, and skills to: (3,8,9,10)

Comprehensive 
School Health and 
Positive Mental 
Health
Alberta school communities 
and school jurisdictions 
recognize that healthy 
students are better 
learners. Alberta Health 
Services supports the 
Comprehensive School 
Health (CSH) approach 
for building healthy school 
communities. The CSH 
approach is an effective 
way to promote healthy 
eating, active living and 
PMH among school-aged 
children and youth. For 
more information and 
resources that support the 
CSH approach, please visit:
www. albertahealthservices.
ca/csh.asp

For more information 
regarding PMH, please visit 
the Joint Consortium of 
School Health Website on 
PMH in particular “Schools 
as a Setting for Promoting 
Positive Mental Health: 
Better Practices and 
Perspectives”: www.jcsh-
cces.ca/index.php/positive-
mental-health

Positive mental health is the “the capacity of each and all of us to feel, 
think, and act in ways that enhance our ability to enjoy life and deal 
with the challenges we face. It is a positive sense of emotional and 
spiritual well-being that respects the importance of culture, equity, 

social justice, interconnections, and personal dignity.”(as cited in 7) 

Social Emotional Learning
(SEL)

• set and achieve goals 
• recognize and manage emotions
• form and maintain relationships 
• care for and show concern for 

others

• understand the perspectives of 
others

• make responsible decisions 
• prepare for and recover from 

challenging situations

SEL provides a foundation for creating a safe and caring school environment as 
well as development of social and emotional competencies. As such, SEL can be 
considered a pre-requisite for academic and life success. SEL is not a program, but 
there are many programs available that teach these fundamental skills. 
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SEL Outcomes

•	Social-emotional	skills
•	Improved	attitudes	
about	self,	others	and	
school

•	Positive	classroom	
behaviours

•	Academic	success

•	Conduct	problems
•	Aggressive	behaviour
•	Emotional	distress
•	Substance	use
•	Risk-taking	behaviour

Reduced Risk 
for Failure

Student
Gains

Adapted from: Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor and Swchellinger (2011), CASEL, 2008c 
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Mental health, 
academic success 
and life success 

are strongly linked.

“…findings suggest that SEL programming not only does not detract from academic performance 
but actually increases students’ performance on standardized tests and grades.”(12) 

Why is SEL important to academic and 
life success?
Emotions and relationships impact the ability to 
learn as well as how children and youth use what 
they learn in school, work, family and community 

contexts. Development of the 
5 SEL competencies allows 
children to calm themselves, form 
friendships, resolve conflicts, make 
healthy decisions, contribute to their 

school and community and resist harmful peer pressure.
(9,10) Schools that incorporate social-emotional learning across 
the entire student population create caring and supportive learning environments 
where students feel connected to and care for the school, staff and other students.
(11) Students who develop SEL competencies and schools that promote, model 
and provide participatory practice of SEL have long-term outcomes of improved 
academic performance and life adjustment.

Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 
[CASEL] has identified 5 core skills that socially and emotionally 
competent children and youth possess:
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SEL

Self-management
Managing emotions and 

behaviours to achieve one’s 
goals.

Self-awareness
Recognizing one’s 

emotions and values as 
well as one’s strengths and 

limitations.

Social 
Awareness

Showing understanding 
and empathy for others.

Relationship 
Skills

Forming positive 
relationships, working 
in teams and dealing 

effectively with conflict.

Responsible 
Decision-making

Making ethical, 
constructive choices 

about personal and social 
behaviours.
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Evidence-based practices that are S.A.F.E. are most beneficial:(8,10,12)

Sequenced activities or steps: activities are sequential and integrated into curriculum

Active learning methods: provide students with opportunities to practice

Focus on skill development: reinforced consistently and throughout the school day

Explicitly targeted SEL skills: in which learning goals are established 

Effective Programming that Promotes SEL School-wide
Several comprehensive reviews and meta-analyses of SEL interventions over the past 
four decades have shown that implementing SEL programs universally is effective 
in improving academic performance and the overall mental health of school-aged 
children.(3,9,13,14,15,16)

In addition, there has been a great deal of emphasis on the importance of the quality 
of implementation as a factor of whether or not the program achieves its outcomes. 
Currently, effective SEL programming includes:(8,11,17,18)

• Instruction in and opportunities to practice and apply a sequential and integrated 
set of cognitive, affective, and behavioral skills 

• Implementation that is coordinated and reinforces classroom, school-wide, out-of-
school, and at-home learning activities 

• Systematic and sequential programming from preschool through high school 

• Learning environments characterized by trust and respectful relationships 

• Providing high-quality training, including initial training and ongoing support to 
ensure sound implementation

• Developmentally and culturally appropriate behavioral supports 

• On-going monitoring and evaluation of implementation for continuous 
improvement 

• Supportive leadership that values SEL and facilitates 
professional development and resources for on-going 
sustainability

Alberta Education: 
Caring, Respectful 
and Safe School 
Environments
The Alberta School Act 
(RSA 2000) mandates 
schools to provide a 
caring, respectful and 
safe school: “A board 
shall ensure that each 
student enrolled in a school 
operated by the board is 
provided with a safe and 
caring environment that 
fosters and maintains 
respectful and responsible 
behaviours.”(as cited in 
19)  A number of Alberta 
schools report that when 
students are taught 
skills and the school 
environment supports 
positive behaviours, a 
safe and caring learning 
culture results.(19) 
Research shows schools 
that incorporate SEL 
across the entire student 
population create caring 
and supportive learning 
environments.(11) For 
more information regarding 
tools and resources to 
support Caring, Respectful 
and Safe Learning 
Environments, please 
visit the Alberta Education 
website: education.alberta.
ca/teachers/safeschools.
aspx

SEL in Schools…
Research is showing more clearly the important connections between 
emotions, learning and performance.(10) The need to integrate 
children’s social, emotional and academic learning is more apparent 
than ever. The importance of embedding social-emotional learning 
within schools cannot be overstated.

SEL programming is an effective 
way to promote mental health in 

school settings. 
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So, where do you start? There are resources available to support 
SEL programming. The resources below will assist in planning, 
implementation, evaluation and sustainability. 

1) CASEL’s 10-Step Implementation Plan from Leading an SEL 
School: Steps to Implement Social and Emotional Learning for All 
Students outlines the implementation and sustainability factors 
necessary to achieve a comprehensive evidence-based approach to 
school-wide SEL. For details, visit:
http://casel.org/wp-content/uploads/Leading-an-SEL-School-EDC1.pdf

2) CASEL’s Practice Rubric for School-wide SEL Implementation is a tool to assess a 
school’s current social emotional learning environments, activities and practices. For 
details, visit: http://casel.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/Rubric.pdf

3) To help you determine which program would work for your school, there are two 
evidence-based SEL program guides: 

• Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning—Safe and Sound: An 
Educational Leader’s Guide to Evidence-Based Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) 
Programs. http://casel.org/wp-content/uploads/1A_Safe__Sound-rev-2.pdf

• SAMHSA National Registry of Evidence-Based Programs and Practices (NREPP).
www.nrepp.samhsa.gov/

Planning and Implementing SEL Programs in Schools

CASEL’s SEL Implementation Phases
Phase 1: Readiness—assess SEL 
support from key school and community 
stakeholders

Phase 2: Planning—initiates a school-wide 
SEL vision by systematically conducting 
assessments, developing an action plan, 
and selecting an evidence-based SEL 
program

Phase 3: Implementation—provide 
professional development, pilot program, 
reflect and address school-wide 
implementation, integrate vision throughout 
school practice and policies, celebrate 
successes and assess for improvements
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Costs: The cost associated with 
providing an SEL program may include 
professional development, human 
and material resources, evaluation, 
etc. However, a comprehensive SEL 
prevention program can save money 
by improving the mental health of all 
students and decreasing the need 
for more expensive treatment and 
intervention services for most students.

Time constraints and core curriculum 
concerns: Completing core curriculum is 
important. Research shows SEL reduces 
classroom disruptions and disciplinary 
issues. Though SEL does require some 
time allocated each week, students learn 
better, are more engaged, and academic 
outcomes are improved. 

Universal versus targeted delivery: 
School-wide SEL programs offer 
consistent and sequential skills which 
benefit all students, not just students 
with problems. When time is specifically 

allocated to these skills, everyone has 
the opportunity to improve their mental 
health at whatever level they are at, 
which in turn positively impacts the 
school climate. 

Professional expertise/development: 
Teachers are not expected to be mental 
health professionals when providing SEL 
programs. Professional development in 
teaching and modeling social emotional 
skills supports the well-being of all 
students and staff and the school climate 
improves. 

Parent participation/involvement: SEL 
programs can provide opportunities for 
schools and families to partner. When 
schools and families work together to 
model and practice communication, 
relationship and social emotional skills, 
learning is optimized in 
the two settings where 
children spend most of 
their time.(11,20)

Addressing Concerns about School Wide SEL 

http://casel.org/wp-content/uploads/Leading-an-SEL-School-EDC1.pdf
http://casel.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/Rubric.pdf
http://www.nrepp.samhsa.gov/


FRIENDS for Life and Fun FRIENDS programming was piloted and evaluated in 
a number of elementary schools throughout the province since 2008. The Alberta 
Health (AH) grant funding will end in 2013. Early HeartSmarts and HeartSmarts were 
piloted and evaluated in 3 schools in Calgary in 2012. Below are some quotes that 
came from the qualitative evaluation of the pilots:

Most of the teachers noted that the SEL programs gave children a means to identify 
and articulate their emotions and feelings and develop life-long skills.

“Identifying that you are not in these situations alone, that we all recognize that 
there is a huge continuum of feelings and emotions out there, being able to name 
them, being able to discuss how I feel about it, whether I am writing it, talking to a 
friend, [or] even just reflecting on it, …developing a plan of action; like what I can 
do this time about my feelings or when this happens, what I could do next time, and 
then putting the plan of action that helps me to cope into practice. I think those are 
life-long skills.”

Teachers mentioned that the skills were transferred to home.

“… we now see them teaching it to their younger siblings, and ... there was 
excitement from the parents as well that they can see how these simple yet very 
effective strategies could be used in the home environment too, not just at school. 
And so parents were quite engaged with it as well.”

SEL Pilot Projects in Alberta
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Recommended SEL Resources 
For educators involved in social and emotional learning, we 
recommend the following educational websites:
•	casel.org/
•	www.eric.ed.gov/
•	www.jcsh-cces.ca/index.php/positive-mental-health

FRIENDS FOR Life/Fun FRIENDS and HeartSmarts/Early 
HeartSmarts are examples of SEL programming currently being 
implemented in Alberta. There are many other SEL programs that 
have been implemented in Alberta and Canada. 

5

http://casel.org/
http://www.eric.ed.gov/
http://www.jcsh-cces.ca/index.php/positive-mental-health


References
1Kutcher, S. & McLuckie, A. (2010). Evergreen: A child and youth mental health framework for Canada. 

Calgary, AB: Mental Health Commission of Canada.

6Zins, J.E., & Elais, M. J. (2006). Social and emotional learning. In G. G Bear & K. M. Mink (Eds), Children’s 
needs III: Development, prevention and intervention (pp. 1-14). Bethesda, MD: National Association of 
School Psychologists

7Government of Canada. (2006). The human face of mental health and mental illness in Canada. Canada: 
Minister of Public Works and Government Services Canada.

8Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning [CASEL]. (2008c). Social and emotional 
learning (SEL) and student benefits: Implications for the Safe Schools/Healthy Students core elements. 
Washington, DC: National Center for Mental Health Promotion and Youth Violence Prevention, 
Education Development Center, Inc.

9Durlak, J. A., Weissberg, R. P., Dymnicki, A. B., Taylor, R. D. & Shellinger, K. B. (2011). The impact 
of enhancing students’ social and emotional learning: A meta-analysis of school-based universal 
interventions. Child Development, 82(1), 405-432.

10Durlak, J. A., & Weissberg, R. P. (2010). Social and emotional learning programmes that work. Better: 
Evidence-based Education, (Winter), 4-5

11Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning [CASEL]. (2008a). Leading an “SEL” school. 
Newton, MA: National Center for Mental Health Promotion and Youth Violence Prevention, Education 
Development Centre, Inc.

12Payton, J., Weissberg, R. P., Durlak, J. A., Dymnicki, A. B., Taylor, R. D., Schellinger, K. B. & Pachan, M. 
(2008). The positive impact of social and emotional learning for kindergarten to eighth-grade students: 
Findings from three scientific reviews. Chicago, IL: Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional 
Learning.

13Greenberg, M. T. (2010). School-based prevention: Current status and future challenges. Effective 
Education, 2(1), 27-52. doi:10.1080/19415531003616862

2Manion, I., Short, K., Ferguson, B., & Ungerleider, C. (2011). Child and youth mental health in Canada: The 
role of school boards in promoting well-being. Retrieved from http://mhliteracyplc.commons.hwdsb.
on.ca/files/2011/09/CPSBA-2011_Dr_Kathy_Short1.pdf

3Joint Consortium for School Health, (2010). Schools as a setting for promoting positive mental health: Better 
practices and perspectives. Retrieved from http://www.jcsh-cces.ca/index.php/positive-mental-health

4Weist, M. D., Rubin, M., Moore, E., Adelsheim, S., & Wrobel, G. (2007). Mental health screening in schools. 
Journal of School Health, 77(2): 53-58. doi:10.1111/j.1746-1561.2007.00167.x

5School-Based Mental Health and Substance Abuse Consortium, (2012, April). School-based mental health 
and substance abuse: A review of systematic reviews and meta-analyses: An overview of findings in 
context. Retrieved from https://kec.mentalhealthcommission.ca/partners/sbmhsa/documents/sbmhsa-
findings-overview

66

http://mhliteracyplc.commons.hwdsb.on.ca/files/2011/09/CPSBA-2011_Dr_Kathy_Short1.pdf
http://mhliteracyplc.commons.hwdsb.on.ca/files/2011/09/CPSBA-2011_Dr_Kathy_Short1.pdf
http://mhliteracyplc.commons.hwdsb.on.ca/files/2011/09/CPSBA-2011_Dr_Kathy_Short1.pdf
http://www.jcsh-cces.ca/upload/PMH%20July10%202011%20WebReady.pdf
http://www.jcsh-cces.ca/upload/PMH%20July10%202011%20WebReady.pdf
http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/system/files/private/document/ChildYouth_SBMHSA_BLAM_Review_ENG.pdf&sa=U&ei=Ujm2UZGWGquajALtwYGYAg&ved=0CCMQFjAA&sig2=CAFUpJDi2TDnEeMOY7-1Qg&usg=AFQjCNHVRphmJyNF6sLE8Yvrm95oxNbH5w
http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/system/files/private/document/ChildYouth_SBMHSA_BLAM_Review_ENG.pdf&sa=U&ei=Ujm2UZGWGquajALtwYGYAg&ved=0CCMQFjAA&sig2=CAFUpJDi2TDnEeMOY7-1Qg&usg=AFQjCNHVRphmJyNF6sLE8Yvrm95oxNbH5w
http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/system/files/private/document/ChildYouth_SBMHSA_BLAM_Review_ENG.pdf&sa=U&ei=Ujm2UZGWGquajALtwYGYAg&ved=0CCMQFjAA&sig2=CAFUpJDi2TDnEeMOY7-1Qg&usg=AFQjCNHVRphmJyNF6sLE8Yvrm95oxNbH5w


16Lane, J., & Lane, A. (2001). Self-efficacy and academic performance. Social Behavior and Personality: An 
International Journal, 29(7), 687-694. 

17Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning [CASEL]. (n.d.b). SEL FAQs. Retrieved from 
http://casel.org/why-it-matters/sel-faqs/

18Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning [CASEL]. (2012d). The 2013 CASEL Guide: 
Effective Social and Emotional Learning Programs: Preschool and Elementary School Edition. Chicago, 
IL: Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning

19Alberta Education Learning and Teaching Resources Branch. (2008). Support positive behaviour in Alberta 
schools: A school-wide approach. Edmonton, AB: The Crown in Right of Alberta.

20Albright, M.I., Weissberg, R.P. & Dusenbury, L.A. (2011). School-Family Partnership Strategies to Enhance 
Children’s Social, Emotional, and Academic Growth. Newton, MA: National Centre for Mental Health 
Promotion and Violence Prevention, Education Development Centre, Inc.

15Kopela, J., & Clarke, A. (2005). An integrated approach to promoting emotional well-being in the school 
setting: A position paper. Scotland: National Programme Schools Group. Retrieved from http://www.
docstoc.com/docs/42171517/An-Integrated-Approach-to-Promoting-Emotional-Well-being-in-the-School

14Stewart-Brown, S. (2006). What is the evidence on school health promotion in improving health or 
preventing disease and, specifically, what is the effectiveness of the health promoting schools 
approach? Copenhagen, DK: World Health Organization.

77

http://casel.org/why-it-matters/sel-faqs/
http://casel.org/why-it-matters/sel-faqs/
http://www.docstoc.com/docs/42171517/An-Integrated-Approach-to-Promoting-Emotional-Well-being-in-the-School
http://www.docstoc.com/docs/42171517/An-Integrated-Approach-to-Promoting-Emotional-Well-being-in-the-School
http://www.docstoc.com/docs/42171517/An-Integrated-Approach-to-Promoting-Emotional-Well-being-in-the-School

